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Abstract 
In recent decades, women’s ability to engage in politics and civil society has risen dramatically across 
the globe. What has the increase in the number of women in politics, their “descriptive 
representation”, meant in substantive terms for women-citizens but also for societies in general? This 
dissertation contributes to clarifying the effects of descriptive representation of women on substantive 
representation, defined as the policy areas women tend to prioritize to a higher degree than men. The 
papers in the dissertation compare the effects of female representation on a comprehensive set of 
results: from policy inputs such as spending priorities to policy outcomes like infant mortality rates. 
Further, the dissertation theoretically clarifies and empirically tests the societal and institutional 
conditions that make it more or less likely for this descriptive-substantive link to work in practice. 
Across five papers utilizing comparative and historical datasets, I show that institutional efforts to 
increase representation (e.g., gender quotas) lead to gains in substantive representation. My findings 
also indicate that women representatives are successful in advancing the priorities of women as a 
group in both autocracies and democracies. This positive effect is partially explained by the activism 
of women-led civil society organizations. However, widespread corruption can undermine these 
efforts, and even lead to diminished development outcomes. In sum, my dissertation demonstrates that 
women's political representation can advance  women's priorities, but this is unlikely to happen absent 
certain societal and institutional conditions. 
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